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AT THE PRESS CONFERENCE: seated, from left, Chips Moman, Roy Orbison, Jerry Lee Lewis,Johnny Cash, Carl Perkins and Sam Phillips.

Memphis Magic

The beat goes on...

The air was electric.
Together again in the Memphis studio for the first time in 30
years, the four music legends seemed to bounce off one
another like energized figures in a video game. When Johnny
Cash entered the studio with his wife, June Carter, he
approached Jerry Lee Lewis and kissed him on the forehead.
Lewis, sitting in a chair at the microphone, seemed shocked at
first, then smiled, looking pleased but slightly embarrassed.
Carl Perkins, by that time the spiritual leader of the group,
which also included Roy Orbison, watched Lewis from across
the room. Lewis, he said, was "beautiful, he worked so good." By
the last day of the week-long session, Lewis was demonstrating
a mellowness not normally associated with the frenetic voice
behind Great Balls of Fire.

The first song on the agenda was one record producer
Chips Moman had thought about the night before. At 3
a.m. he called Nashville and had the tape played to him
over the telephone. Then, realizing it was a song he
wanted to include on the album, he had it flown to Mem
phis. Listening to the song, Sam Phillips, the founder of
Sun Records, commented, "now that's rock and roll."
During a rehearsal of the song, Lewis called for the
music to stop after he made a mistake.
"What are you trying to do to me?" he said to Cash,
who was standing across from him at a microphone.
"What do you mean?" Cash said.
"I idolize you and you make me nervous," Lewis said,
laughing.
Perkins acknowledged the group was nervous about
the homecoming session.
"I was a little apprehensive when this was first men
tioned," he said. "I wondered, 'is there any way the four
of us can ever sing together again?' But it has comeoff 10
times better than I thought it could. There was nervous
ness on everyone's part because I think we all wondered
the same thing."
Monday. In the beginning, when Elvis Presley and
the four legends hovered over the American scene like
messengers for the apocalypse, Memphis rockabilly was
the lifeforce of teenage rebellion. It established clothing
trends. Created movie idols. Down the road it changed
the politics of a nation unaccustomed to listening to the
voices of youth. It ended a war.
In the three decades since that rebellion was hatched
— inadvertantly, to be sure —in the tiny chamber of Sam
Phillips' Sun Records Studio, rock music has gone

through many cycles, as have theartists who invented it.
But seldom has the music— or the artists who created it
— come back to Memphis.
It was not until after he returned to Memphis from
Nashville, where he had lived the life of a homesick but
extremely successful exile for the past 15 years, that
Moman conceived the idea of a reunion album. He
wanted an album that would show how the four legends
had done it 30 years before.
The day before the singers went into Sun Studio to
record, a press conference was held at a plush Memphis
hotel. The lobby of the Peabody was packed with report
ers, 10 television crews and hundreds of star-struck fans
who did everything but hangfrom the chandeliers to get
a close look at their heroes.
Before the press conference began, Perkins, Orbison
and Lewis gathered in Moman's office to have make-up
applied for the television cameras. Cash was still on his
way from Nashville.
Perkins said it was difficult for him to describe his
feelings.
"When I heard about it, I thought it was one of those
dreams that won't come true," he said. "I drove in by
myself, and when I went past the studio on Union Ave
nue, it brought back a lot of memories. I haven't been
back in that studio since 1958. It's an emotional high I'm
feeling. I just hope the album musically can live up to
what I know the other three arecapable of. I'm just going
to be playing my old Fender the best I can. I feel fortun
ate to be a part of this.It's history, nodoubt about it. Back
in the early 1950s they saidour music wouldn't last. Elvis
and I worked together a lot back then. He used to say, 'do

Perkins and Cash greet fens after the press conference.

Cash, center, meets Orbison inside Sun Studio as Perkins lookson and Lewis gets comfortable at the piano.

you think it'll die out?' I'd say, 'I don't think so. I think the
kids like it too much.' It was very infectious. Of course,
we had a very magnetic leader in Elvis. The musicwould
have made it anyway, but it came so much easier and
quicker with Elvis. We're saddened by the fact he's not
here to be a part of this, but he will be in our hearts. We
all know that without Elvis, there might not have been a
Carl Perkins, John Cash, Roy Orbison orJerry Lee Lewis.
We might have been here, butwe might have been work
ing in a service station somewhere. He was inspiring to
us. A lot of people didn't have the good luck we had."
When the four legends, plus Moman and Phillips, took
their places on the dais, the smileswere nonstop. Hidden
among the smiles, however, were signs of trouble. Orbi
son fieldedfew questions. Unknown to the others, he was
not feeling well.Added to that was the discomfort he felt
in the presence of television cameras. Despite Orbison's
discomfort, however, the press conference went off
without a hitch.
Cash was asked bya reporter if theSun sound could be
re-created. "I think that sound could be duplicated if we
have Sam Phillips close by to helpus," said Cash to thun
derous applause.
Phillips, sitting nearby, smiled.
"We're here to recapture the spirit we had back then,"
continued Cash. "I think we all felt that spirit when we
hit the city limits."
Asked about the song list, Moman said the group did
not yet know which songs would berecorded. "We've all
brought songs in with us," he said."
"I think this will be the biggest album Jerry Lee Lewis
has ever had the pleasure of working on," said Lewis.

"You wouldn't want to go into the studio and attempt
to do thesame thing we did back then,"said Phillips. "It's
the spirit that is important. You can bet it will have the
spirit of Memphis, Tennessee."
Looking back at thepress conference, Moman said that
what struck him the most was the way hesat on the dias
and grinned.
"I thought, 'I hope I don't look stupid because I've got
this stupid grin,' " he said. "I was grinning because I
couldn't believe I was sitting there with all those guys.At
the time they were recording, I was trying to get into the
record scene. But all I could do was play in bands. These
men were my heroes."
Eventually the young Moman got up enough nerve to
ask Phillips for a job producing records, but Phillips
turned him down, saying that producers are born, not
hired off the street. Moman went on to become one of
the top producers and songwriters in the country, pro
ducing Elvis, Aretha Franklin, Willie Nelson and Waylon
Jennings, among others. But as he sat on the dais with his
heroes that day none of that seemed to matter.
Three hours after the press conference was over
Moman went with his heroes to Sun Studios. Since the
equipment in the studiowas outdated, Moman brought a
mobile unit, packed with modern, digital technology,
which he parked behind the studio. Also parked behind
the studio was a truck containing a control room for the
video crew that was to film the session for a television
special.
Gene Weed, vice president of Dick Clark Productions,
said he thought it would be the first timea recording ses
sion had ever been filmed from start to finish.

"We think the marriage of the two — recording and
television — could not only be a revivalfor the music sit
uation in Memphis, but a revival for music on television,
which has been lacking greatly," he said. "We knew that
some of the old pickers would be here and that's really
all we knew. The people who end up watching the tele
vision special and listening to the album will see a spon
taneity that has been missing from television."
To film the session, which Weed admitted was ad
fibbed from start to finish, Weed organized a crew of 17,
eight of whomaccompanied him from Los Angeles.It was
that crew, plus Moman's recording technicians, the four
artists faced when they walked into Sun Studio for the
first time. The 18 x 29 room was cramped, as camera
crews from local television stations were allowed in, and
the fights, smothering the room in awhite glare, sent the
temperature soaring.
Cash, Perkins and Lewis took everything in stride, but
Orbison seemed ill at ease, no doubt because he wasn't
feeling well. After a few impromtu songs, duringwhich a
hord of reporters and photographers backed the legends
into a corner, Moman sent everyone home. Back in his
hotel room, Moman said goodnight to his 7-year-old son,
Casey, then started making plans for the next day What
impressed him most that first day was the respect the
four artists had shown Phillips.
"All four of them still call him Mr. Phillips," he said.
"That says a lot for these guys."

Tuesday. Lewis and Perkins returned to the stu
dio, bounding with energy. Cash went to Nashville for the
day because of a family illness. Orbison stayed in his

hotel room, not scheduled until the evening.
Lewis began the session with a rocker,an original, Keep
My Motor Running. At 49, Lewis is as trim and explosive
as ever. Musicians are reluctant to share a room with him
because he has a way of dominating those around him.
Despite a constant banter, Lewis was serious in the studio
when the tape started rolling. When he made a mistake,
he acknowledged it and expressed concern the song be
done right. Lewis was concerned that if he inadvertantly
put in a piano lick, or solo, while the group was rocking,
Moman would let him know.
"The guitar is playing lead, but I'll be playing piano —
and you know me, if I put a lick in, just call me down on
it," Lewis said.
Toward the end of the day, Moman suggested he singa
ballad, Sixteen Candles. The first time Lewis played and
sang he woreearphones. Then he complained they got in
his way and he took them off.
"I can't cut with earphones," hesaid, laughing. "That's
faking it."
Without the earphones, Lewisgave a flawless perform
ance. Later one of the musicians would comment that he
had never heard Lewis sound better. A string of personal
tragedies, including the deaths of two wives and ason —
and a serious tear in the fining of his stomachin 1982 that
left his fans fearing for his life — had left no mark on his
art. Jerry Lee Lewis was still,well... the Killer.
After pacing around the parking lot for a few minutes,
and throwing pulled punches at friends, Lewis said he
thought Sixteen Candles had the best feel of any song he
had cut since Whole LottaShakin'.
"Usually I do my records in one cut, but Chips wanted
7
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three," he said. "It was a blessing for this man to record
me. Anything hesays to me,Jerry Lee Lewis ain't going to
argue with. Playing in there again gave me a great feeling.
Nothing could ever hold me back in that studio."
Perkins, 53, was next in the studio. Like the others, he
has had his share of personal misfortunes. Drug abuse or
the deaths of loved ones are common threads that have
run through the lives of all four artists. Like the others,
Perkins' career has been plagued by periods of public
neglect.
When he recorded BlueSuede Shoes at Sun in 1955, he
had a hit that topped all three charts. Then, on his way to
an appearance on the Perry Como Show, where he was
to receive his gold record, he was almost killed in a car
accident outside of Wilmington, Delaware. As he lay in
bed for a year recovering from his injuries, Elvis did his
own version of Blue Suede Shoes, which did even better
than Perkins'. After that Perkins' career languished and
by the early 1960s he had about decided to quit show
business. A European tour with Chuck Berry led to a
party given by the Beatles in Perkins' honor. Subse
quently the Beatles recorded three of Perkins' songs,
which, in turn,led to aseries of concerts and newalbums
by Perkins. Still, despite anactive concert schedule, it has
been a long time since he has had a hit record.
In the studio, Perkins showed none of the scars of 30
years of hard living. As comfortable as a preacher at a
church picnic, he mixed well with the musicians and
others in the studio. Although the author of Blue Suede
Shoes would probably have resented being called a
gentleman in the rocking 1950s, the term fits him in the
1980s and there is every reason to think he would not be

offended by it.
Walking about Sun Studio, memories meandered
through, his thoughts like unforgetable melodies. He
recalled'the first day he walked into the studio.
"I left my two brothers and a drummer sitting out in a
1940 Plymouth," he said. "We had a bass tied on top in a
9-foot cotton sack. When I walked in I guess Marion (the
receptionist) could tell I was a hungry picker.
"She said, 'if you came to audition, I'm sorry. Mr. Phil
lips isn't listening to anyone. We've got this boy called
Elvis, and he's real hot.'
"I said, 'I know.'
"I looked around. There was a lifesize cardboard like
ness of him. I said, 'is that Elvis?'
"She said it was.
"I said, 'God, he's pretty.' And he was. He was a hand
some dude."
Perkins may be softspoken in speech, but when he
picks up his guitar and sings, the music has the same raw
energy it always had. He sang two driving numbers, the
second called Birth of Rock and Roll, that made use of
the same hot guitar licks that mesmerized ex-Beatle
George Harrison two decades earlier. Of the four leg
ends, Perkins was still the consummate rocker.
When the time came for Orbison to arrive at the stu
dio, the musiciansset up but Orbison did not show. Even
tually he did arrive, but he was several hours late, and
spent less than 15minutes in thestudio. After singing the
first few bars of a song he had co-written, titled Coming
Home, he left for the hotel, complaining of a sore throat.

Wednesday. Johnny Cash, wearing his custom-

BACK TO THE SOURCE: From left, Cash, Orbison, Lewis, Perkins, Moman, Marty Stuart and Sam Phillips in Sun Studio.

ary black, ambled intothe studio and picked up anacous
tic guitar. He started singing a song in which Nashville
producer and publisher Jack Clement was mentioned. At
the precise moment he uttered Clement's name, he
walked in the door. Cash, caught offguard, laughed when
he realized he was standing behind him.
Clement, who came to play rhythm guitar in the ses
sion, was no stranger to Sun Studio. During the studio's
golden years, hewas Phillips' sound engineer; like almost
everyone else involved with thestudio he eventually left
Memphis to find even greater success in Nashville.
Before the press conference, Clement, wearing fireengine red pants, satat a table behind the hotel bar in the
lobby. He seemed amused by the commotion.
"I think it's great someone is trying to show Nashville
something," he said. "It's time they started payingatten
tion. It's time New York started paying attention, too."
Looking about the crowded hotel, a smile crept onto
his face.
"Out of the ashes maybe we will rise up and rock
again," he said.
With his sleeves rolled to his elbows, Cash hammered
out the lyrics to asong he wrote called Homeof the Blues.
Beneath the music, the drum beat shuffled, a night train
without a whistle.
There was a distant lookin his eyes. Itwas as ifhe were
singing to himself. Perhaps he was. It had been 30 years
since he had recorded in the studio.
Then he went to the microphone, and the tape started
rolling. Suddenly, the room was still but for the hands of
the pickers, and the steady rolling beat of the drummer.

When the song was finished, Moman's voice boomed
from a speaker: "That sounds good, John."
"Well, let's put it on the radio," joked Cash.
Then Cash left the tiny studio, which by that time had
become unbearably hot from the light of the cameras,
and walked out to the truck where Moman and his engi
neer, David Cherry, were at thecontrols of the recording
equipment. Ever the diplomat, Cash shook hands with
everyone in the truck.
In the dim light the inside of the truck resembled a
control center for NASA. There were enough blinking
lights, dial and levers to put a rocket in orbit, but Moman
was more interested in launching a once-in-a-lifetime
record.
Moman played the song back for Cash.
It was a take on the first try, but just to be certain the
film crew had enough angles for the television special,
Moman asked Cash to go through it once more. Again
Cash sang the song without a mistake.
Later Perkins came in tosing a duet with Cash on Waymore's Blues. Written by Waylon Jennings more than a
decade ago, it was rewritten by him for the Sun session.
"When I told him I wascoming down here,he decided
on some lyric changes," said Cash. "It was a stroke of
genius."
The song had been written on a sheet of notebook
paper. Weed volunteered to type the song so it would be
easier for the singers to read. Hunched over the type
writer, which had been put on top of a cardboard box, he
pecked at the keyboard while the band impatiently
looked about the studio.

827 THOMAS STREET BAND: From left, Bobby Emmons, J. R. Cobb, Reggie Young, Bobby Wood, Mike Leech and Gene Chrisman.

Perkins and Cash sang well together, and thesong was
later expanded to include all four singers.
Again Moman was on thespeaker: "That could use alit
tle more fire in it; it seems to lack energy"
"We'll try it," said Cash.
With his guitar slung high, Cash arched his back, then
twisted at the waist and spun his face down to the micro
phone, his voice rumbling likea distant trainon the track,
sparks flying.
"Early one morning it was drizzling rain," he sang.
"Around the curve came a Memphis train."
Perkins, hands on hips, twisted and swayed as he sang
on background. Occasionally during the song, their eyes
met and they smiled. Beneath their voices, the drum
shuffled, steady and unrelenting. Moman got his fire, and
then some.
"It's like watching two brothers work together," said
Marty Stuart, a member of Cash's band. "Take the Everly
Brothers. They can go15 years withoutsinging together,
then they can get together and sing like brothers again.
John and Carl are the same way. They know each other's
limitations and they know what each other is capable of
doing."
Stuart, who sometimes drives over to Memphis with
his wife onweek-ends to sit in front of Sun Studios, wants
to return to the city to record the second album of asixalbum deal he signed with CBS Records.
Moman described Stuart, whostarted out his career at
the age of 13 playing for Lester Flatt, as gifted. Perkins,
too, wasimpressed. When hefound out Stuart had signed
the deal with CBS Records — his first — he gave him the
most valuable gift one guitarist can give another:his gui

tar. It was not just any guitar, it was the guitar he used in
the homecoming session.
On the back of his guitar, Perkins wrote: "There is a
great song in this guitar and you're just the cat to get it
out."
Perkins said hegave the guitar, a FenderStratocaster, to
Stuart because "he just had that look in his eye and I
wanted him to have it."
Wednesday's session wentwell, but without Lewisand
Orbison, who stayed away More distant than the others
in the group, Cash kept to himself much of the time.
There was no doubt, however, he was moved by the
reunion — it showed in his eyes, which frequently
slipped away to some faraway place. Like the others, Cash
associated Sun Studio with the sunny days of success;
they were days before his career entered a long journey
of drug abuse and depression in the 1960s. Unlike the
others, Cash currently had a hit record, The Highway
man. A dignified man, with a presence as solid as Phil
Spector's wall of sound, he is a survivor's survivor.
Late that night, sitting in the Gridiron Restaurant
across the street from The Peabody, Moman and his stu
dio musicians, the 827 ThomasStreet Band, talked about
the session over eggs andgrits. Bacon sizzled in the back
ground. At a nearby table, a man wearing a set of plastic
eyes attached to ten-inch springs glared at Moman.
"This album is an extremely important part of history,"
said Moman, showing noawareness of the man with plas
tic eyes. "SunStudio is a monument to music. It's not just
history. It's a monument. It is important to me personally
because I looked up to these guys foryears. Our lives ran
parallel, but we never got involved. Then down at the

crossroads we met."
The man with the plastic eyesdashed from the restau
rant and returned moments later with a blackjack.
Moman's bodyguard, a decorated Vietnam veteran
named Frank, was alreadyon edge after a full day of keep
ing the peace.When he spotted that man, he watched his
every move.
Moman has probably cut as many hit records as any
producer in America. Although not well known by the
general public, he isrecognized by the music industry as
an authentic genius in the studio. As modest as he is tal
ented, he attributes that success to the 827 Thomas
Street Band, which he put together at American Record
ing Studio in Memphis. When Moman left for Nashville in
the early 1970s, so did the band.
"I'm a pretty good musician, but everyone of them are
better than me," he said. "I'm not in their league, musi
cian-wise. They're all better musicians than I am, and I
started off teaching them. They all went past me."
With the exception of J. R. Cobb, the leader of the
Atlanta Rhythm Section, who has been playing acoustic
guitar with Moman's band for two years, the group,
which includes Gene Chrisman on drums, Reggie Young
on guitar, Bobby Emmons on keyboards, Bobby Wood on
piano and Mike Leech on bass, has been together for
nearly 20 years.
"One knows what theother is going to do," said Chrisman, a native Memphian. "It's not a fight trying to figure
things out. Once everyone gets a chord chart, it just
comes together."
Young, who played guitar on theJoe Tex records made
in Memphis and on the sessions Elvisdid at American,has

never wanted to do anything but play guitar. He knew he
would be able to make a living at it when he and Bill
Black formed the Bill Black Combo in 1959- The first
record they cut, Smokey, went to the Top 10.
"We didn't know the world was watching," he said.
"We were just cutting records."
Before joining the group, Wood worked for Phillips
after he relocated his studio in Memphis.The first job he
had was to overdub aJohnny Cash tape.
"Sam Phillips had to tune the tape to make it in tune
with the piano,"he said. "When it was first done,they did
it with guitars and they were out of tune."
Emmons joined the group in 1957, while still in high
school. Before playing fulltime in the studio he alter
nated between playing in Moman's band and playing
organ with the Bill Black Combo.
"He played piano like Chet Atkins played guitar," said
Moman.
Leech, a former music majorat Memphis State Univer
sity, was the last to join the group in Memphis. But after
playing a few sessions with them at American, he quit
because he thought he could do better elsewhere.
Moman replaced him with Tommy Cogbill, who later
went on to become a producer in his own right.
"I became extremely jealous," Leech recalled.
Finally, Moman called him and asked him to play a ses
sion for Sandy Posey.
"I thought, 'wow, I've made it back in,' " he said.
"Tommy was still the major bass player, but I played alot,
too, then when he started producing, that's when I
started playing all the time."
At the end of a full courseof eggs and grits, Moman and
17
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Rick Nelson, left, discusses jam with Moman.

the band rose toleave the restaurant.As they approached
the cash register, the man with the plastic eyes leaped
from his chair and hurried over to Moman's plate. There
was a moment of uncertainty in the restaurant as every
one watched to seewhat would happen next. Then with
his eyes glued to Moman,and using both handsas scoops,
the man with the plastic eyes packed his mouth with the
food left on Moman's plate.
Thursday. The session was moved to American
Sound Studio, the former location of Moman's American
studio. Dreary and in disrepair, the windowless studio
nonetheless brought back warm memories to Moman
and the band.
"There's something magic about it," said Young.
After listening to a practice session from the truck,
Moman entered the studio excited. "That old sound is
still here," he said.
For the four legends, it was a new experience.
"I've never recorded here, but I think I'm going tolike
it," said Cash. "It has a mood more than anything else."
If the walls could have talked, they would havedone so
with the voices of Elvis, Neil Diamond, DionneWarwick,
Dusty Springfield, The Box Tops, Wilson Pickett, Aretha
Franklin, Petula Clark, Brenda Lee, Joe Tex, B.J. Thomas,
Paul Revere and the Raiders, the Gentrys and countless
others. Between January 1968 to January 1971, 26 gold
singles and 11 gold LPs were cut in the studio. During
those same years, 83singles and 25 LPs cut in the studio
made their way to the national charts.
"We were all a little in awe of Elvis," said Youngof the
session that produced Suspicious Minds and Kentucky
Rain. "But the music was some of the best stuff he had

t.
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ever cut, I think, and he liked it. It sort of launched his
career a second time."
Adjacent to the studio was a room filled with Elvis
memorabilia. When Moman owned the studio, it con
tained a pool table. The new owners had converted it
into a shrine. Pictures by the hundredslined the walls. In
glass cabinets wereElvis spoons, Elviscups and Elvisash
trays. In the corner was a 4-foot high cardboard likeness
of Elvis.
Spotting the cardboard look-alike, Lewis said he
wanted to take ithome to put in his apartment. Earlier he
said Elvis, as a joke, once put Lewis' picture on the toilet
in Sun Studio.
"I wish he hadn't done that," he murmured, cracking a
smile.
For Perkins, the personna surrounding Elvis was no
myth. "I was in the studio when the Beatles recorded
three of my songs. No one has ever had the style Elvis
had. I'm never expecting to meet anyone else who is as
complete an entertainer as he was."
Perkins, never late, was first to sing. The song was
Class of '55, a number written by Moman and Bobby
Emmons. Two nights before Moman had played it for the
first time for Perkins in the privacy of his bus.
"He's very shy," said Perkins. "He won't push his own
material. Carl Perkins is a million miles from having a hit
single but there is a feel on that song that is convincing.
It seems like something I wrote myself."
Seated on a stool, wearing jeans and white sneakers,
Perkins twisted a pencil in his hand as he sang.
"That sure is good,"said Moman when Perkins had fin
ished. "It makes me feel good just hearing music of mine

again in this old building."
For the first time since Monday, all four artists were in
the studio together. As Cash sang We Remember theKing,
Perkins sat on the floor near the piano, his legs folded
beneath him. More than once he gave Cash thehigh sign,
indicating his approval of the way he was doing thesong.
Later they all would join in on the chorus. Cash, perhaps
responding to Orbison's discomfort put his arm around
his shoulder as they sang.
When the song was finished, they solemnly filed into
the cramped trailer with Moman to hear the playback.
In the dimly-lighted room, the four music legends
stood with their backs to the wall as the engineer seated
at the console pushed the buttons that sent the reels
whirling.
We Remember the King went the song, a gospel, bluesballad that celebrated the eternal life of Jesus — or Elvis
Presley, depending on one's frame of reference. As it
played, the men stood in awkward silence. It had been 30
years since they had recorded in Memphis. More than
once during the week-long session, they had wiped tears
from their eyes.
When the song was finished, the men said nothing.
Their heads hung low as if they were standing over an
open casket.
Perkins spoke first.
"Well, fellows, it has taken 30 years for me to look all
three of you in the eyes and say this, but I've got to get it
out of my soul," he said. "I love all three of you and you
won't ever be without a true friend as long as I'm living."
Four legends wept.
"If you outlive me," Perkins continued, "I want you to
19

IN THE GROOVE: Cash sings one of the songshe brought to the session from Nashville.

sing a verse of this when I'm gone. If you do, I might just
raise up out of the box and help you sing it."
Exhausted by the grueling recording session, the men
embraced, tears flowing from their battle-scarred faces.
Rock and roll has taken its toll on the men over theyears.
Each has had his share of troubles. Each has somehow
survived. Suddenly, looking into one another's eyes, the
hard reality of what each had lost was brought home.
"We've got to pull ourselves together," said Moman,
who also had been moved to tears.
The most aloof of the four, Cash retreated to his bus
and then hurriedly returned to the hotel. Orbison, the
shy one, sought refuge in his bus. Lewis sat down on the
steps of the trailer. Standing over himwas Perkins.
"I had been wanting to talk to Jerry for a long time and
I got to say some things to him I had been wanting to,"
recalled Perkins later."He was in the right mood to listen.
He was talking about the son he had lost and tears came
into his eyes.
"I said, 'Jerry,you know and Iknow how ithurts to lose
someone you love. Iwant you to remember thesewords:
when you're running from God, he's crying just like you
are now.'
"He looked at me with those stone eyes and he said,
'you really do love me, don't you?'
"I said, 'you had better believe it, and I always have.
Anytime you feel crowded and lonely, and you think no
one cares about Jerry Lee Lewis, I live in Jackson, Ten
nessee, and you know the way.' "
When Orbison was notsinging, he returned to his bus.
Still not feeling well, and making no secret of his dislike
of television cameras, he spent much of the time by him

self in the bus. A solitary figure, he seldom spoke to any
one but the other artists.
Hardship. It was the common thread running through
out the careersof all four men. Orbison was never linked
to drug abuse, but the tragedies in his life were the type
that had driven lesser men over the edge. Afterrecording
several hits for Sun and touring with Cash, Lewis and
Perkins in the early years, he left in 1957 to become a
songwriter.
One of his first songs, Claudette, named after his wife,
was recorded by the Everly Brothers and rose to No. 1.
Two years later, Orbison signed with Monument Records,
where he cut Only the Lonely. Other hits such as Mean
Woman Bines and Oh, Pretty Woman continued to boost
his career. Tours with the Beatles and the Rolling Stones
followed. Then fate struck him a terrible blow. His wife,
Claudette, was killed in a motorcycle accident. No
sooner had he recovered from that than a fire at his Nash
ville home killed two of his three children.Somehow he
survived.
By Thursday everyone butOrbison had recorded asin
gle. Not until late that night did he venture from the bus
to go into the studio. The room was cleared of all but
essential personnel and the lights were dimmed.Coming
Home, the song he had co-written for the session, is a bal
lad that pulls at the heart. Whatever he was feeling that
night, he poured himself into the song, living up to his
reputation as oneof the most durable vocalists in the his
tory of rock and roll.
After several takes, Orbison and Moman, who had
stayed in the studio, went to the sound truck to listen.
The technicians in the truck had been unanamious in

their verdict — it was a smash. Orbison leaned against
the wall and listened to the playback. Once or twice he
smiled. Moman said he thought it was great. Orbison
nodded, but said nothing.One can onlyguess at theemo
tions that flowed through him while he listened. He had
come home to Memphis, but his wife and children, for
whom the songseemed directed, had beentragically lost
along the way.
Perkins said he felt the songs recorded so far had been
among the best any of them had ever recorded.
"I'm just thankful this has happened," he said. "I really
believe there havebeen some thingscut here Iwill never
live long enough to be ashamed of."
For Perkins, the spector of Elvis loomed greater with
each passing day. The more he looked to the future, the
more he saw the past.
"I had been playing that music all my life, but I sure
never got a contract," he said. "I sent tapes to record
companies, and I would get them back with notes that
they didn't know what it was. When I heard Elvis' first
record, I knew that was it. That'swhen I set my sights on
Sun Records. Nobody that I ever knew or met since then
— the Beatles, the Stones — nobody has ever had the
magic, the charisma, the style and class Elvis had in his
younger days. I'm pretty secure in saying I don't expect
to ever meet anyone else who is as complete an enter
tainer as Elvis was. That's why he will never die. That's
why you have to stand in line to get into Graceland. The
more they comparehim to anyone who comes along, the

bigger he will get. Greatness just won't die. He didn't
learn how to shake his leg and quiver his lip. It just
happened."

Friday. For the last song, Moman selected Big
Train (from Memphis), which was written and recorded
earlier in the year by John Fogerty. Shortly before they
were to record the song, Fogerty walked into the studio
and introduced himself to the four singers. He had flown
in that day from Los Angeles after Moman had let it be
known that guest artists would bewelcome to jam on the
song. When he arrived at the airport he realized hedidn't
know where the studio was located. He phoned Duck
Dunn, formerly of Booker T. & the MGs and more
recently the bassist for Eric Clapton's touring band, and
asked for directions to the studio.
"I spoke to John about coming to the session, and at
first he said he wasgoing to Farm Aid," said Dunn. "Then
he called me back and said he was intrigued by it. Hesaid
he thought he would be missing something by not
coming."
Fogerty admitted to feeling light-headed in the pres
ence of his heroes.
"I was trying to relate back to when I first heard the
Sun sound," Fogerty said about the genesis of Big Train
(from Memphis). "Iwas about 10 and used to play on the
tracks. You know the old game, you put pennies on the
track and a freight train flattens them, all very innocent
stuff. Yet that was the sound I loved, and I wanted to do
a song about that, with my producer being Sam Phillips.
Obviously, it is a tribute to Elvis, but it is more than that.

i songs Cash has make-up retouched.

It is a tribute to the whole era."
Also at the jam were Rick Nelson, wholike Fogerty had
made a special trip to Memphis, producer Dave
Edmunds, Ace Cannon,his saxin tow, theJudds, Moman's
daughter, Monique, his wife, singer-songwriter, Toni
Wine, and their son, Casey.
Edmunds, wandering about the studio, wasspeechless.
"I'm just overwhelmed by the whole thing," said the
Englishman. "Memphis is the home of rock and roll. I'm
a bit in shell shock."
Nelson, dressed in black, moved quietly about the
room, watching —shyly it seemed — the legends from a
distance. Approached by a reporter, he politely con
fessed a loss of words. Later he did talk to the reporter.
"I've always been such a big fan of all these guys," Nel
son said, his eyes never leaving the center of the room
where the legends were standing. "I wouldn't have
missed it for anything."
As fate would have it, Nelson's 45-year-old DC-3 devel
oped engine trouble while taking off from the Memphis
airport. Nelson left theairplane in Memphisand returned
to Los Angeles aboard a commercial flight. It was that
same airplane, ironically one that once had been owned
by Jerry Lee Lewis, that crashed three months later on
New Year's Eve, killing Nelson and membersof his band.
Marty Stuart, who was on board the plane when it
attempted to take off from Memphis, said that it was
ironic that he and Nelson were talking about a mutual
hero, Buddy Holly, when it started down the runway.
"We were talking about Buddy Holly's glasses, about
how some farmer found hisglasses after the plane crash,"
said Stuart. "Rick was laughing, and he was talking about

how the plane used to belong to Jerry Lee. But I was
thinking about how rickety I felt on it."
Tragedy on the night of the jam in the Sun session was
the farthest thing from anyone's mind. The mood was
jubilant. Mike Leech said hefelt like an autograph hound.
"I'm taking pictures and getting autographs like peo
ple off the street, and I've worked with all these guys at
one time or another," he said. "I'll besitting there talking
to someone like Carl Perkins, then I'm thinking, 'gosh,
I'm talking to a legend.' Then the next thing I know I have
my camera out taking pictures."
Phillips, who should be used to such things by now,
said he had never seen a group of artists gather under
such circumstances.
"Invariably, everyone here I have talked to feels the
same way," he said. "You can feel it in the air. It's not just,
'oh, boy, we have us a hit record.' They see a future in a
city they know started it all, and believe me this cycleis
going to make itself known again."
The jam itself was the stuff of which goosebumps are
made. Seven musicians. Fourteen voices. All wailing the
words to Big Train. As the driving bass and guitar notes
of the song walked the music downward, the spirits of
the singers soared upward creating a joyous harmony
that filled the room. Even the sound and video techni
cians, who had kept their thoughts to themselves
throughout the session, erupted into spontaneous
applause when it ended.
In the early hours of Saturday morning, there was a
sudden hush, asif people were thinkingyow really cango
home again, then the studio cleared quickly, thefour leg
ends running fastest of all.

An interview
with
Chips Moman
America Records represents a new concept in record
distribution. It is based on the belief that television now
offers independent record companies the opportunity to
reach record buyers in ways not possible in years past.
"We're trying to set trends, not follow them," said
Chips Moman, president of America Records. "We're not
going to use the old-fashioned ways now used by the
major labels."
Twenty years ago, when independent labels flour
ished, American music was the most innovative and ener
gized in the world. Today it often seems lacking in
direction. It is direction America Records hopes to pro
vide to the American music scene.
Moman is uniquely qualified for such an undertaking.
Thirty-four years ago, when he left his rural Georgia
home at the age of 14 to hitchhike to Memphis in search
of a new life, he had no way of knowing what lay ahead.
What he did know at that early age, or maybe he just
felt it the way experienced seamen feel changes in the
weather before they are visible to the human eye, was
that music was a compelling forcein his life.Although he
didn't understand it at that early age, he felt its pull.
Today, at the age of 48, he still doesn't understand it
entirely. It is just something he has come to live with.
"Music is fun and when it comes off that tape it had
better be fun," said Moman, who last year produced the
Q. What is there about America Records that sets it
apart from other labels?
A: We are abasic TV companythat is tryingto break new
artists as well as to sell older artists and to operate with
new songs. Most mail order companies sell old songs.
Q: Why is Memphis theright placefor an innovative
new label?
A: For one thing, if you start a record company you want
it to bea music center. If you go to Nashville you are trap
ped in a situation where you can only doone type music.
If you go to Los Angeles you are caught in another bind.
It wouldn't makesense to start it outthere. Youronly real
choice, I think, would be Detroit or Memphis. I would
say that Memphis has more credibility and credentials
music-wise than any other city I can think of.
Q: What made Memphis so special during its
golden years?
A: Memphis is just as special right now as it ever has
been. It's the only place I know where you won't hear
just one kind of music. You go to Nashville and you will
hear country You can go to New Orleans and you will
hear Dixieland. But if you go to Memphis, you can hear
it all. It's a great music city.
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highly acclaimed Highwayman album with Willie Nel
son, Johnny Cash, Waylon Jennings and Kris Kristofferson. "When you start trying to make it slick and precise
and clever you're losing the people who listen to the
radio for amusement and for thefeelings they get. Music
is for enjoyment."
Unlike those youthful days when things just happen,
Moman, who left Memphis in 1972 to relocate in Nash
ville, returned to Memphis in 1985 and proceeded to
plan with great care thebirth of AmericaRecords. Under
writing the company are 15 of Tennessee's most promi
nent and successful business executives, each of whom
has brought special skills to the company.
In the following interview, Moman talks about the
vision he has for America Records.
Q: Is there any connection between the demise of
independent labels and the demise of innovative
music in this country?
A: When all the independent labels were bought out by
the big corporations, you closed the door on innovative
music. The only alternative to having anything fresh is to
be independent again. That's the purpose of this com
pany — to be independent so we can have new things
that people haven't heard.
Q: What type of music will America Records focus
on?
A: We want to be a record company that whatever your
wishes are musically, we'll have it.
Q: We saw with "We Are the World" that music can
be aforce forgood in theworld. Is that a proper role
for music?
A: That is the most proper function for music. We are
just now starting to realize that music has a usefir more
beneficial than what we have used it for in the past.Used
correctly it is probably the greatest natural resource we
have.
Q: Do you plan to sign new artists to America
Records?

A: We want to build the credibility of the company
before we askpeople to listen to new acts. But thealbum
we just did is just the kind of thingthat should open those
doors to make people realize that maybe we might have
something good.

selves. They're not your typical, everyday, run of the mill
guy. Besides that, they've allgot managers, they've all got
people they are listening to, they've all got ideas. To get
them all to share the same idea was difficult because I
had never met three of them. Starting it over now, with
what I know, I might consider it couldn't be done.

Q: What is thereabout the making of the Sunreun
ion album that stands outin your mindnow?
A: Looking back at it, I am still a little in awe of the fact
that it happened. Lookingat it now, it's hard for meto vis
ualize that it could be done. If I had this to do all over
again, and know what I know now, I would see reasons to
say, 'this could never be accomplished.' Because I didn't
know it couldn't be accomplished, I guess, is why it hap
pened. Thinking about it right now, Iwould say, 'why, this
is something that can't be done.'

Q: How doyou thinkmusic collectors will viewthis
album in years to come?
A: I don't know. I'm the album's worst critic now that
I've recorded it. I know that if someoneelse had cut that
album, I wouldn't be able towait to get it. But cutting an
album is like writing a song. You wouldn't do it if you
didn't love it. I know it'smusically good. I'm confused as
to whether it's a hit.

Q: Was there any point while you were making the
album that you thought it might fall apart?
A: Once the session got underway I knew I was not
going to let it fail. I was going to do it or else. I was not
going to let anything stop me from getting the session
cut. There were many things that came up, butwe didn't
let those things stopit. Once they were all in town and at
the studio I knew I would not let the session fall apart. I
think you remember seeing how difficult it was.
Q: What was the hardest part?
A: Dealing with the unknown. Three of the artists I had
never worked with before, never even met except tosay
a casual hello. It was verydifficult to gointo a project this
hard and expensive with three people you really didn't
know. Each one of them are three people within them

Q: How do you see it from a historical standpoint?
A: To me, one of the most important things in music his
tory was to have these four guys — and it was a shame
we couldn't have Elvis — brought back to thatstudio and
recorded together and to have it documented. I think in
the years to come this album will grow more and more
as a valuable piece of history to have. If you like records,
it doesn't mean you have to like this album,but if you like
music, whether you like this album or not, this is an
album you would want in your collection. I particularly
love this album musically. It turns me on to listen to it.
The record company turns me on to think about it. If
there's anything that's needed in this country, it's more
American music. The only way we're going to getit is for
some Americans to goafter it. We have tostop whimper
ing because we're out of the mainstream and just go out
there and create our own mainstream.
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Nine-O-One
The bimonthly magazine that goes behind the scenes
of the American music industry Follow your favorite
artists into the studio when they record their albums
and relax with them in their homes. Listen to
songwriters tell you the stories behind their songs.
Watch well-known producers at work and find out
why they are successful. Rock and roll, country
blues, jazz -music of all types, for all ages.
In each issue you'll find...
• more candid photos of the stars than ever before.
• intimate interviews with established artists
and new artists destined for stardom.
• new record reviews.
For a one year's subscription send a
check or money order for $19.95 to:

Nine-O-One
PO. Box 111270
Memphis,TN 38111

